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ABSTRACT
Photography to me is a passion for recording fractions in time, which evoke a deep
response in myself, and the viewer. The response can be one of wonder, love, hate, laughter, or
camaraderie. While living and photographing in the gentle South, I am most concerned with and
intrigued by portraying her people. My intent is to explore man, his familial characteristics, his
sense of community, and his relationship with those around him.
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…the art of photography is a dynamic process of giving forms to ideas
and of explaining man to man…as a mirror of the universal elements and
emotions in the everydayness of life – as a mirror of the essential oneness
of mankind throughout the world.
Edward Steichen, “The Family of Man”
I am submitting work that will be seen to be documentation—most broadly
speaking. Work of this kind, I believe, to be found carrying its own visual
impact without word explanation. The project I have in mind is one that
will shape itself as it proceeds, and is essentially elastic. The material is
there; the practice will be in the photographer’s hand, the vision in his
mind.
Robert Frank, “Application to the John Guggenheim Memorial Foundation.”

I vaguely recall an event that, if my memory is correct, occurred when I was three years
old. My family and I embarked on a voyage through the South to the Midwest, where my
mother’s family resided. Upon our arrival in southeastern Kansas we met my Grandparents at
the farmhouse, where my Grandpa Bud spent a lifetime raising and trading horses. It was late
afternoon and we all accompanied him to see the herd. I remember being surrounded by these
giant, yet curious, creatures that both scared and intrigued me. Upon finishing his evening count
and check of the herd, Grandpa realized that one of the mares was missing. She was with colt
and had been waxing the day before. I overheard my father and Grandpa Bud discussing a time
to leave in the morning to search for the mare. After much beseeching that evening, they agreed
to let me tag along the next morning.

1.

I was restless all through the night with the expectation of the next day’s adventure. Six
a.m. arrived and the three of us were off. It was the middle of summer, we were on foot, and in
no time at all the temperature had reached the upper nineties. Southeastern Kansas is not in the
grasslands, so the terrain consisted mostly of scrub-brush, cedars, and prickly pears. It was not
an easy trek for a three year old. It felt like we had walked for days. After who knows how
long, we could see a group of vultures circling in the sky. We immediately turned to walk in
their direction. The adventure gained a new excitement: the possibility of finding something,
anything. In a short time we were upon a surreal scene where numerous vultures were
screaming, fighting, and competing for the scraps of a colt’s carcass. As we crossed their
invisible perimeter, the vultures scattered and took flight. All that could be seen was a small
ribcage pointing skyward and a few scattered bones lying around on a small patch of stained red
earth, the vultures still circling ominously overhead.
I stood there in awe with one hand held by my father and the other by Grandpa Bud. This
was my first confrontation with death, brutality and fear. This was also my first realization of
and experience with the laws of nature and the cycle of life. The recollection of this day evokes
deep emotional responses in me—of wonder, amazement, a desire for adventure, yet all I have
are these cloudy memories that are conjured up when I close my eyes. I have nothing tangible to
hold in my hand to mark this occasion. If I only had a photograph of this moment with my father
and Grandfather holding my hand, with this scene lying before us, it would be my most prized
possession.
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Hitherto, I describe a very extraordinary experience in my life. I continually pursue
imagery of this quality, but through this pursuit I find importance and beauty in the everydayness
of life. The focus of my work is embodied by social themes and is pursued in a documentary
style.
This body of work, “Southern Portraits,” is a campaign to revive in our society a sense of
community and awaken the viewer to the character of different classes present in our
communities. I feel compelled to portray my subject in a positive manner and capture a truthful
depiction of reality. The quality of the image must appear identical to the subject—rich with
expressive content.
The majority of these images were made with the subjects in their home environments
where they live and feel most comfortable. It has been a challenge to enter their homes and be
accepted. More often than not, these individuals have welcomed me into their sacred space and
have allowed me to photograph them with complete trust and freedom. The hospitality of the
southern people is refreshing. I thank them for these shared moments.
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Photograph 1.

LaGrange, GA
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Photograph 2.

Baton Rouge, LA
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Photograph 3.

New Roads, LA
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Photograph 4.

Donaldsonville, LA
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Photograph 5.

New Orleans, LA
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Photograph 6.

Donaldsonville, LA
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Photograph 7.

Baton Rouge, LA
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Photograph 8.

Port Allen, LA

11.

Photograph 9.

New Orleans, LA
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Photograph 10.

Baton Rouge, LA
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Photograph 11.

Prairieville, LA
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Photograph 12.

St. Francisville, LA
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Photograph 13.

New Orleans, LA
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Photograph 14.

New Orleans, LA
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Photograph 15.

New Orleans, LA
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Photograph 16.

Baton Rouge, LA
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Photograph 17.

Prairieville, LA

20.

Photograph 18.

Mamou, LA
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Photograph 19.

New Orleans, LA
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Photograph 20.

New Orleans, LA
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Photograph 21.

New Orleans, LA
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Photograph 22.

Alligator Bayou, LA
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Photograph 23.

New Orleans, LA
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Photograph 24.

St. Francisville, LA

27.

Photograph 25.

New Orleans, LA

28.

VITA
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Shirley J. Bell. In 1978 his family moved to Hiram, Georgia, where he was raised. He received
a Bachelor of Arts degree from LaGrange College in LaGrange, Georgia, in May of 1999.
During this time he was a Delta Scholar and was awarded a grant to study abroad with the
University of Georgia’s Cortona Program. From 1999 to 2002 he studied at Louisiana State
University with the assistance of a Graduate Teaching Assistantship. He traveled to China,
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documentation of the Chinese people. He is now currently employed at the Art Institute of
Atlanta.
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